declared policy of the United States is the prevention of future acts of terrorism. Toward this end, the federal government has increased its scrutiny of individuals wishing to enter the United States. More individuals now undergo rigorous background investigations as part of the US visa application process. If we are not careful, this process could hamper scientific research and education in the United States by discouraging US-international scientific exchange.
Sadly, I hear rumors that some scientists now consider offering positions in their laboratories only to students and postdocs who already reside in the United States. The reason: fear that potential delays in the visa application process may disrupt research schedules. Other scientists warn that international scientific societies are increasingly reluctant to host meetings in the United States because their members do not relish the tribulations of the US visa application process and worry that their paperwork will not be processed in time to attend the meeting. These are legitimate fears, considering that visa applicants assisted by the National Academy of Sciences' International Visitors Office (IVO), which works with the Department of State to facilitate scientific exchange, may spend as long as 4.5 months completing in-person consular interviews and undergoing background checks before ultimately obtaining a decision.
I have spent much of my professional life participating in international research and education initiatives. I deeply appreciate the importance of international collaboration to our understanding of biological systems. If the United States is to remain at the forefront of scientific and technological innovation, we cannot allow our scientific exchange to be limited. Nor can we US scientists allow the fear of red tape to dissuade us from maintaining an academic tradition that welcomes students from around the world into our education and research programs.
Leaders of academic institutions and professional societies have expressed their concerns to federal officials. Commendably, the US Department of State and the National Academy of Sciences are listening and have initiated a program to ensure that scientists and students from around the world receive the information and assistance that will expedite the visa process. As part of this effort, scientific societies can register meetings with the IVO, which provides the Department of State with information needed to expedite the review of visa applications from scientists who wish to attend the registered meeting. Non-US biologists who want to attend the March 2004 AIBS annual meeting on invasive species, and AIBS member societies that are planning their own meetings, can learn more about the IVO process at www.aibs.org; select "Annual Meeting" or "Public Policy" from the menu.
While all of us must strive to avert future terrorist acts, we must also ensure that foreign scientists who wish to travel to the United States for the sole pupose of sharing in the wonders of science are able to do so. We must continue to make our elected officials, academic and business leaders, and professional societies aware of barriers to international scientific collaboration. We must also work to eliminate these barriers.
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